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HOW SOME LAW

THE FATAL SHOOTING OF MICHAEL BROWN by
a Ferguson, MO, police officer on August 9,
2014, made headlines when it led to a series of
protests and riots within the community. The
unrest continued on November 24, 2014, when
a grand jury decided not to indict the white of-
ficer for killing the young black man. Less than
a year later, rioting flared in Baltimore after
the April 12, 2015, arrest and subsequent in-
custody death of Freddie Gray, a 25-year-old
African American.

The events that unfolded in Ferguson and Baltimore may be
over but their legacy lives on. These incidents are sparking a vig-
orous debate across the United States over the relationship be-
tween law enforcement and the citizenry they protect.

They also left many citizens with a distaste and distrust of the
police officers there to protect and serve them, and it's a scenario
local law enforcement agencies like those in Westbrook, ME, and
Columbia Heights, MN, are working to overcome.

The Westbrook PD recently renewed its focus on the city’s
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ENFORCEMENT
AGENCIES ARE
WORKING TO
REVERSE THE

PUBLIC'S POOR
PERCEPTION
OF POLICE.

LEIGH HUNT

Brown Street neighborhood—a historic part
of the city that is beleaguered by drug activity
and domestic violence issues. The department
hired a community policing coordinator and
located a police liaison in an office on Brown
Street in September. Down the road, the non-
profit Opportunity Alliance plans to renovate
a city-owned building to serve as headquar-
ters for community volunteers.

The Columbia Heights PD's success with
community policing programs has even re-
ceived national recognition. The International Association of
Chiefs of Police and Cisco awarded Columbia Heights with a
Community Policing Award for cities with a population of fewer
than 20,000.

Though these are separate initiatives in two very different ar-
eas of the country, both have a common goal—bringing police
and the community together for the greater good.

“Sometimes the public forgets—and we as police also forget—
that keeping crime down and increasing public safety is every-
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one's responsibility. It's a true partnership,” says Capt. Lenny
Austin of the Columbia Heights PD. “We need the community’s
support, but it’s more than that. It’s the attitude that we are in
this together.”

CUTTING CRIME
CorumBIA HEIGHTS' community policing program is actually
nearly a decade old. It’s safe to say this department saw a need to
engage the community long before incidents like those in Fergu-
son or Baltimore made it a necessity.

The city of Columbia Heights, popula-
tion just shy of 20,000, is a first ring suburb
of Minneapolis. Though it is a small com-
munity of just 3.5 square miles, its prox-
imity to a major city brings with it a host
of challenges that are far different and of-
ten more severe than in the city’s third or
fourth ring suburbs. In 2008, those chal-
lenges were affecting the safety of citizens
and police. Austin explains: “There were
several neighborhoods having signifi-

The Columbia Heights {MN} PD has been
benefiting from a community policing
program for nearly a decade.

cant crime issues—and not crimes impact-
ing quality of life and disorder, but violent
crimes.”

Austin says the police chief at the time
saw the value of community policing and de-
cided to give it a go. The department’s initial efforts centered on
the city’s crime hot spots, where officers began problem-oriented
policing, but eventually grew into a citywide program that is now
away oflife for citizens and officers. Their efforts are paying offin
spades. “Our crime rate is currently at a 40-year low,” says Aus-
tin. “I started here in 1995, and today this is definitely a different
city from a crime perspective. Community policing has had a
positive impact here.”

The most noticeable change has been in restoring citizens’
faith in the police, especially in troubled neighborhoods. Though
Austin says he wouldn't describe the previous relationship as ad-
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versarial, he admits it was “an area that needed work.” “We have
a much improved and more positive relationship and a much
better understanding of each other since we began community
policing,” he says. “It's helped the department in what we need to
do because we have a much better understanding of the people
we serve and what their needs are. And community members
better appreciate what is happening from a police perspective in
terms of crime and public safety.”

Building solid relationships with the community is the key to
unlocking public distrust of police, according to Westbrook Po-
lice Chief Janine Roberts, a former long-
time officer in Portland, ME. “We need
to use every opportunity available to us
to engage the public we serve,” she says.
“Even when we are taking enforcement
action against individuals, there are op-
portunities to create a relationship. Real-
istically there are times when the volatil-
ity of the situation will not accommodate
initiating a relationship. However, when
officers maintain self control during these

situations, we are demonstrat-

. ingourtrustworthiness.”

Roberts, a big proponent of
police coordinator positions,
which help connect communi-
= ty members with services they
% need such as drug treatment
§= programs or child protective
services, believes a transparent
relationship between police
officers and community mem-
bers helps foster positive rela-
tionships and is a good place to start. Being
willing to explain procedures, policies, laws,
and why officers do or don't do certain things
can go a long way toward building trust, ac-
cording to Roberts.

“Everything in life comes down to com-
munication and relationships,” she explains.
“The better our relationship is, the more trust
we have, allowing us to disagree on occasion
and still not damage the relationship.”

While involving police in programs such
as Neighborhood Watch and others can help,
Austin states departments must go beyond
this low-hanging fruit to engage the community. He recom-
mends partnering with stakeholders such as business owners,
school officials, church leaders, civic organization members,
and participants in smaller neighborhood groups.

“Start by reaching out—to anybody,” says Roberts. “Offer up
officers and department leaders to be guest speakers at commu-
nity meetings and dinners such as Rotary and Lions clubs, veter-
ans and church groups, youth groups, etc."

“Get out there and have a simple dialogue,” Austin adds.
“Sometimes in law enforcement we try to overcomplicate things
when what we really need to do is sit down and have a discussion
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with people in the neighborhood.”

Roberts agrees. “The more we
communicate, the better the rela-
tionship, and the more likely our
communication efforts will be ac-
curate and understood because
those receiving the information
will be more comfortable asking
questions and asking for clarifica-
tion when uncertain.”

This dialogue must be ongoing.
“There must be follow up discus-
sions,” Austin stresses. “We need to
continue to be engaged in these dialogues. But this starts with
having open and very frank discussions.”

TAKE IT TO THEM

WHEN STRIVING TO BUILD RELATIONSHIPS, the best place to start
may be where relationships are most strained, according to Rob-
erts. “Are there segments in the community who distrust the po-
lice? Or who have a bad/wrong opinion of the department?” she
asks. "If so, reach out to these groups, invite them to a meeting,
on their turf, set the agenda, listen to their concerns, take notes
and follow up on any items not addressed or answered during
the meeting.”

It'simportant to take such meetings to the citizens rather than
ask citizens to attend a meeting at the department. “Community
members don't necessarily want to participate,” Austin stresses.

Columbia Heights PD often hosts “Eat and Greets,” where the
department partners with restaurants and other businesses in a
given neighborhood to donate food and space for a police-citizen
meeting. “We have the event rightin their neighborhood,” he says.
“And we bring the fire department, EMS, social services, school
district officials and more with us. We have found that it's not just
the police people in these neighborhoods want to meet. We bring
all of these entities together to assist the neighborhood, get infor-
mation out there, and break down perceptions and barriers.”

The Minnesota department also asks officers to invite people
to these meetings. They post flyers throughout the community in
advance and go door to door asking community members to at-
tend. “We let them know that we want them to have a place at the
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(Top) Westbrook (ME) PD. officer
at youth graduation. (Bottom)

officers and Chief Janine Roberts
at National Night Out event.

table and have these conversations
with us,” he says.

Once the community is there,
Roberts says it's important to lis-
ten to what citizens have to say. She
recommends learning about the
different cultures and subcultures
within the citizenry and learning
how best to work with them.

To aid officers in learning more
about individual citizens, Colum-
bia Heights hosts “Coffee with a
Cop” events monthly. Here, officers
meet with community members in
an informal setting and discuss
concerns. “One of the biggest chal-
lenges is getting officers outside
their comfort zones and having
them sit down with people in an in-
formal setting to talk,” Austin says.
“We tell officers they're going to be
asked questions that they may not
know the answer to, but that’s OK.
You can always get back to them
with an answer. But that one-on-one interaction is essential.”

Westbrook hosts a National Night Out event in its Brown Street
neighborhood to get officers engaged in meeting area residents
and property owners; those they don't often have contact with as
well as those they regularly arrest for criminal actions.

The success of these interactions cannot be underestimated.
Roberts recalls how one of these meetings led to a young man
with alengthy arrest record arriving to help clean up trash in the
neighborhood. “He did so on his own volition,” she says. “These
meetings also provide residents with an opportunity to provide
their public safety concerns and give information on criminal
activity they regularly witness.”

Roberts stresses community policing doesn’t stop with these
meetings but occurs every single day. Westbrook officers keep
the lines of communication open by regularly stopping into
local businesses, introducing themselves, learning about the
building/facility, looking at security measures in place and
making recommendations to improve security. They even col-
lect emergency contact information to keep on file. “Having
beat officers stop in occasionally goes a long way in creating
relationships,” she says.
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DEPARTMENT BUY-IN
“THE ONE THING I'VE SEEN is that community policing efforts of-
ten start with great momentum and then die on the vine,” says
Austin.
Success hinges on getting every level of the department from
the top down and every member of the department from sworn
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officers to civilian staff to embrace
the program and get involved.

“It's important for the chief to de-
fine his or her vision of community
policing and relay that vision to the
entire department,” Roberts says.
“It’s also important to select those of-
ficers who have a natural affinity for
engaging the public to be the spokes-
person and get involved in planning
community events.”

Columbia Heights mandates a
minimum of 10 hours of community
police outreach efforts per employee
per year. This requirement extends to
civilian staff as well as sworn officers
and features a variety of programs
such as D.A.R.E., open gyms, anti-
bullying school reading programs,
Big Brothers Big Sisters, Coffee with a
Cop, and community picnics.

Westbrook does not mandate a set
number of hours but instead asks of-
ficers to volunteer their time. “Real-
istically, not all officers have the best
personality to engage the public on
a more personal level,” Roberts ex-
plains. “I identified my community
policing minded officers by asking
for volunteers. We need all types to
help serve our diverse public so it's
important for the chief to identify
each officer's strengths and use them
to the community’s advantage.”

Community policing does have a cost, admits Roberts. Com-
pensating officers and other department staff for their off-duty

" time spent participating in community policing events is neces-

sary. Branding and marketing the community policing program
also adds up. Roberts recommends working with the directors of
grant-funded programs and local businesses to help offset these
costs. In Westbrook, a drug-free coalition program funded the
department’s latest version of Cop Cards, its Caught Doing Good
youth program, training for officers related to children exposed
toviolence, and funded attendance at a week-long conference on
community engagement strategies.

“Learn about local grant programs that might align with your
policing needs; make friends and ask for help,” Roberts says.
“They can’t say yes if you don't ask.”

TRACK RESULTS
THOUGH COMMUNITY POLICING EFFORTS MIGHT NET IMMEDIATE
RESULTS, it’s important for departments to formally track any
program’s effectiveness.

Columhia Heights decided to poll the community and key
stakeholders to measure how the department’s community po-
licing efforts were being received. The department partnered
with a local university to perform a large-scale research project
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The Westbrook {ME) PD has had great succes with

its “Coffee with a Cop'" program, including the
most recent event held in Septembet.

in the summer of 2014, which includ-
ed a scientifically validated survey.

The survey polled members of the
police department, city employees,
community stakeholders, and a sam-
pling of residents. The results were
overwhelmingly positive.

“We didn't see any curveballs,
but we did see a true appreciation
for what the police department is at-
tempting to do,” says Austin, noting
76% of community partners saying
they felt their partnership with the
police department led to a reduc-
tion in crime, and 72% of commu-
nity partners noted the collaborative
relationship was working to solve
their problems. In addition 94% of
residents indicated they felt safe from
neighborhood crime, while 99% stat-
ed they felt police would act on their
program when called.

“We feel we're one of the few agen-
cies out there really evaluating our
performance, evaluating our results;
[looking at] what we're doingwell and
where we can make improvements,”
Sgt. Erik Johnston said in an article
titled, “Columbia Heights Police De-
partment Honored for Community
Policing Successes.”

Though large-scale surveys are not
possible every year, the department
does keep its finger on the pulse of
the community in between by annually reviewing their efforts to
set the course for the following year. These reviews look at what's
working, what might be needed in the years to come, and what
needs to be changed. “This strategic planning session is not just
something the formal leadership does; it's something all staff
members participate in,” he says. “I think it's important to get
everyone involved.”

As Westbrook and Columbia Heights police departments have
found, community policing can go a long way toward changing
the tide of the public’s mistrustin police.

“Community policing is vitally important to the ultimate suc-
cess of law enforcement and their mission to protect and serve
their communities,” Former New Orleans police superintendent
Ronal Serpas, who serves on the President’s Task Force on 21st
Century Policing, said in a statement. “Recent events have dem-
onstrated that trust between law enforcement and the commu-
nity is essential. The agencies we are honoring have demonstrat-
ed how incorporating the community policing philosophy into
their mission has built a stronger agency and awarded them with
strong and lasting relationships with their communities.” &
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Leigh Hunt is a freelance writer based in Fort Atkinson, Wis. Hunt
has written about police issues for nearly 17 years.



